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For the first time in a Costa Rica election, voters will go to the polls a second time to elect a
president. The Feb. 4 election was not only indecisive, but the sudden rise of the insurgent Partido
Accion Ciudadana (PAC) candidate Otton Solis showed the voters' deep dissatisfaction with the two
major parties that have taken turns running the country for the last 50 years.
With 95% of the votes counted on Feb. 7, governing Partido Unidad Social Cristiana (PUSC)
candidate Abel Pacheco fell short of the 40% required to avoid a second-round election. Pacheco
took 38.5% of the vote, Partido de Liberacion Nacional (PLN) candidate Rolando Araya won 30.1%,
and Solis took 26.4%. Ten other candidates accounted for the remainder. The runoff election is
scheduled for April 7 between Pacheco and Araya.
Election officials were surprised that, despite the highly contested campaign and efforts by the
Tribunal Supremo de Elecciones (TSE) to get out the vote, voter turnout was around 70%, down
slightly from the previous election. Normally, turnout is more than 80%. In December 2000, Solis
left the PLN and launched the PAC, quickly tapping into widespread dissatisfaction with the
conservative PUSC and the center-left PLN.
By November 2001, Solis was registering about 12% in approval ratings, but a Unimer poll just
days before the election showed the three major candidates in a statistical dead heat. At some
points, Solis led Araya. Major sectors supporting the PAC include women's organizations,
environmentalists, academics, and other disaffected politicians.
Universidad de Costa Rica sociologist Roberto Salom told the Inter Press Service that "Costa Rica is
experiencing a new state of awareness and is seeking a new political option that gives more space
to issues like gender and the environment." Pacheco promised practical and psychiatric solutions
Pacheco, 68, is a psychiatrist, poet, television commentator, and Assembly deputy who says he is a
pragmatist.
In an interview with the English-language weekly The Tico Times in December, he said, "You
cannot say I am right or left. You cannot even say I am centrist....I have very smart people working
in different areas, and we are going to propose a series of practical and worthwhile programs
for the public's consideration." High on his agenda is the development of tourism and increased
foreign investment. He opposes privatization of government monopolies that are then turned into
private monopolies. He also says it is urgent to pay off the public debt and with money, not with
government bonds.
Asked where the money would come from, Pacheco said, "Well, from the money they [in
government] steal every year....On the government's payroll are a lot of people who don't work.
They are phantoms, ghosts." Arguing that underdevelopment is a psychiatric, not an economic
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problem, Pacheco proposed attacking it with his professional skills. "I have been doing mass
psychiatry for 23 years now. And I have produced changes." His tactic would be to change attitudes
about government and development by establishing trust between his administration and the
public. Commenting on Costa Rica's problems with Nicaraguan immigration, Pacheco proposed
"invading" Nicaragua with "an army of doctors, teachers, poets, and technological experts."
Araya promised return of good times Araya, 54, is a chemical engineer by training, and he was
minister of transportation in the PLN administration of former President Luis Alberto Monge
(1982-1986) and a deputy in the Assembly. Araya campaigned largely on the PLN's reputation as a
social-democratic party and on the records of recent PLN Presidents Oscar Arias (1986-1990) and
Jose Maria Figueres (1994-1998). "Costa Ricans have always lived better with National Liberation,"
Araya said, promising that "good times" would return under his administration. He promised more
money for education, 250,000 new jobs, and 150,000 new houses during the next four years.

Solis promised transparency
Solis, 48, is an economist who was planning minister in the Arias' Cabinet and later served in the
Assembly as a PLN deputy. His chief campaign promises were to bring about transparency in the
use of government funds and to battle corruption and cronyism. During the campaign, Solis said
he expected to win the election. "The country needs change and we in the PAC are the alternative
that is needed so that Costa Ricans can again have faith in their government and in the honesty of
institutions." The three major candidates shared similar views on a wide range of issues.
All said they opposed privatizing state properties, although Solis wants to sell the National Liquor
Factory and the National Insurance Institute to help pay down the national debt. All promised to
stimulate the economy and agriculture, and to dedicate the constitutionally mandated 6% of GDP
to education. They agreed on the need to improve health care and education. The PLN was not the
only party buffeted by dissidents. Disenchantment with the traditional choices showed up in the
PUSC as Pacheco challenged the party leadership to compete for the nomination.
Former President Rafael Angel Calderon (1990- 1994), who is PUSC president, backed former
Cabinet minister Rodolfo Mendez Mata. Calderon said in an interview last year with the daily La
Nacion that Pacheco was not up to the task of governing since he had only served as a deputy.
"Mendez has been successful in politics; Abel regrettably has not," he said. He added that he
was worried about Pacheco's "emotional instability." A year before the election, Pacheco led
Mendez Mata by 50 points in opinion polls and then beat him for the nomination in the June 2001
party convention with 68% of the votes. Pacheco's defeat of the party bosses' candidate sidelined
Calderon, who told La Nacion that he would play no role in the campaign.
He refused to say that a reconciliation with the Pacheco faction was possible, and he said he would
not attend the inauguration no matter who won. "I have decided to attend only when a candidate I
support wins," he said.
Whatever the outcome of the April 7 runoff, the next president will have to work with a divided
Assembly in which none of the four parties represented will have a majority in the 57-seat
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unicameral body. After a few remaining votes are verified, the PUSC is expected to lose seven seats,
the PLN five, and the Fuerza Democratica all three of its seats. The final lineup should be the PUSC
19 seats, the PLN 18, the PAC 14, the Movimiento Libertario (ML) five, and the Partido Renovacion
Costarricense (PRC) one.

-- End --
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